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Environmental refugee is a generic term to describe those who migrate from 
where they used to habit due to natural disasters. It is not a term of art, but only a 
descriptive word. Technically speaking, the environmental refugees are not real 
refugees, since they cannot fall into the definition of refugee under the “1951 Refugee 
Convention”. Scholars are “borrowing” the term “refugee” for the purpose of 
emphasizing on the miserable plight that the environmentally-affected people are 
facing. Considering the vagueness of the term “environmental refugee”, this article will 
start with clarifying the concept and classifications of environmental refugees, as a 
preparation to discuss its protection under international law. 
Apart from the Introduction and the Epilogue, this article has three main chapters: 
Chapter 1 starts with introducing the origin of the term of environmental refugees, 
reflecting on the history and development of studies on environmental refugees among 
scholars. Different classifications of environmental refugees are also introduced, 
ending up with defining the scope of this article. In addition, it also analyzes why 
environmental refugees cannot be covered by the traditional refugee definition under 
the “1951 Refugee Convention”, which results in a protection gap for them under 
international law. 
Chapter 2 introduces the protection mechanisms complementing refugee law by 
taking an overview of the examples in practice. It then discusses the legal basis of 
complementary protection from the perspective of international human rights law, 
analyzing whether states have the obligation to provide complementary protection and 
if yes, to what degree they are so obliged. 
Chapter 3 concerns whether environmental refugees can fall in the scope of 
complementary protection. Firstly, from a theoretical point of view, this Chapter 
analyzes whether and to what degree environmental refugees can be protected under 
the human rights law. Secondly, it identifies the issues and potential solutions if 
environmental refugees were to be protected by the complementary protection 
mechanisms currently applicable. 
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